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If you see any of these warning signs, the next step would be talking with your loved one
and asking exploratory questions to gain more insight about the situation.

from a bed to a chair, and
walking.
Additional
examples
of routine tasks not met could
include increased clutter within
their home, unpaid bills, spoiled
food in the refrigerator, and
unfilled prescriptions.
• Noticeable changes in physical
appearance, such as possible
weight loss due to poor diet
perhaps as a result from difficulty
cooking, eating, or shopping for
food. Other signs include an overall
appearance of being unkempt,
having unpleasant body odor, and
lack of oral care.
• Bruises, marks, or wounds on
the body that could indicate falls
within the home or burns that could
indicate troubles with cooking.
• Changes in sleep patterns, such
as sleeping all day or not able to
sleep at all.

Warning Sign:

WHEN AN AGING PARENT NEEDS HELP
BY CRICKET HESSELBERG

We’ve all had times in our lives when
we’ve needed help from someone,
whether that be a cooked meal,
support during a difficult time, car
repairs, financial support, or simply
needing an ear for a sense of direction.
Recognizing and accepting help from
others is not easy, especially as we
age. The help can be viewed as a loss
of control or loss of independence. To
an older adult, this loss can be seen
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in various circumstances, such as no
longer being able to drive, thus relying
on others to run an errand, or needing
to be on someone else’s schedule for
meals, laundry, and housework. Perhaps
the feeling of someone telling you
what’s best for your own health and
safety could feel like a loss. Often, the
individual themselves have a strong
desire to remain independent and may
not recognize they need help until a

traumatic event happens. Family and
friends are usually the ones who see
concerns or warning signs first.
The most common indicators that
someone may need help include:
• Difficulty performing routine tasks
or activities independently, such
as bathing, dressing, grooming,
using the restroom, transferring

• Changes in behavior or mood,
such as lack of motivation, loss of
interest, withdrawing from others,
increased agitation, or failure to
return phone calls.
• Forgetfulness
and
memory
concerns, such as missing important
appointments, forgetting to take
medications, increased confusion,
difficulty
performing
familiar
tasks,
frequently
misplacing
items, getting lost when walking

or driving to familiar places, or
wearing the same clothes for
multiple days.
• Alcohol and drug use. Sometimes
an
individual
may
become
dependent on alcohol or a drug as
they confront challenges of aging
and pain.
If you see any of these warning signs,
the next step would be talking with
your loved one and asking exploratory
questions to gain more insight about
the situation. Talk to them in a way
that they can participate in the
conversation, recognize the concern,
and be involved with coming up with
possible solutions. Keep in mind
the following:
• Pick a good time of day and a
private place where your loved one
is comfortable.
• Actively listen. Give your complete
attention,
ask
open-ended
questions to gain more details
about the concern, and summarize
what you’ve been told to ensure
you understand their point of view.

• Focus on the positives and
highlight how the additional help
or change would benefit them.
For example: a housekeeper
could clean the apartment so
you have more time for visiting
with friends.
• Start small and be patient.
Rarely is any discussion about change
easy, especially when suggestions
come from others and may imply a
person needs help or appears less
capable. The important first step is
identifying the concern and having
a sensitive conversation with your
loved one. Be prepared to revisit
conversations and give your loved one
opportunity to think about options
or a direction. Emphasize that your
conversation is out of love, concern,
support, and your desire to help
them remain independent, live safely
within their own homes for as long as
possible, and to have the best quality
of life.

Cricket Hesselberg is the director of
aging services at Catholic Charities.

• Engage in dual perspective.
Acknowledge their fears and
show empathy.
• Ask what you can do. If they
answer, “Nothing, I’m fine,” offer
suggestions that you’d be willing to
help with and then follow through.

Catholic Charities
702 S. High Point Rd., Ste. 201
Madison, WI 53719
(608) 826-8095
ccmadison.org

JOURNEYOFAGING.COM

